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Computer-related Product User Management and Service 
System 


Background of the Invention 
5 Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates to the management 
of users of software of a computer, especially a 
personal computer, and hardware including peripherals, 
and to the services for users, 

10 Computers, especially personal computers, have 

become very popular in various fields, and have been 
accompanied by an increasing demand for applicable 
software and peripherals. Especially, in the case of 
software, it is required to support users who have 

15 already purchased software by performing a debugging 
process, removing a failure, updating the version of 
the purchased software, etc. Thus, to recognize users 
who have already purchased specific computer-related 
products, user entries should be prepared and the 

20 demand of users for the services should be 
appropriately checked so that optimal services can be 
provided for the users and the vendors can acquire new 
business chances through their services. 

25 Description of the Related Art 
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Conventionally, a user registration for software 
and hardware as a computer-related product can be made 
by each user's returning by mail to a vendor a 
registration form attached to each product after 
5 filling in the form. The postage may have to be paid 
by users. 

In making a registration for a product by an 
online registration system, it is necessary to input 
required information in a format specified by each 

10 vendor. 

Furthermore, to check the using status of 
software, such as the number of times the software is 
started up, the conventional method is only to send 
users individual inquiries, thereby requiring a high 

15 cost and a long time to check. 

Thus, in the conventional user registration, a 
user has to input similar information each time he or 
she purchases a product. Therefore, the user is 
required to perform a difficult operation and send a 

20 registration form, etc. whereas the merits and 
necessity of the individual information seem to be 
insignificant to the user. On the other hand, the 
vendor has to pay a cost required to, for example, 
input information hand-written by the user on the 

25 registration form. This process also takes a long 


time in processing user registration information into 
practically effective user registration information. 
There also has been an increasing cost with an 
increasing number of users. 

Furthermore, the conventional method of checking 
the using status has the problem that it is costly and 
takes a long time, but is hard to appropriately use 
the check results for services. From the users 1 view 
points, the merits and necessity of their cooperation 
in answering inquiries are not clear to them. 

Summary of the Invention 

The present invention aims at performing by a 
user an easier operation to make a user registration 
for a computer-related product, realizing a real time 
registration, using by a vendor the user registration 
information and the using status information, reducing 
the cost and time required to check the using status 
of the product by a user, and appropriately providing 
a service for a user. 

The computer-related product user management and 
service system includes a user information general 
management unit as the most important component, and, 
as necessary, a user registration/reference unit and 
a vendor registration/reference unit. 
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The user information general management unit is 
provided in, for example, a user registration centre 
for generally managing users of computer-related 
products, and generally manages the user registration 
5 information and the using status information 
transmitted from users. The user information general 
management unit manages the users of software and 
hardware which are computer-related products, and 
performs important functions in a system for providing 

10 the users with useful services. 

The user registration/reference unit is, for 
example, a user registration/reference tool commonly 
used for software products, and is installed as part 
of a software product in a user computer as being 

15 separated from the body of the software product when 
the software product is installed. It notifies, for 
example, a user registration centre of the user 
registration information and using status information 
corresponding to a plurality of software products 

20 including the above described software product, and 
asks the user registration centre for new information 
relating to software products. 

Furthermore, the vendor registration/reference 
unit is provided on a software or hardware vendor 

25 (manufacturer) side, obtains from the user information 


general management unit; the user registration 
information and the using status information 
transmitted from the users to the user registration 
centre, and notifies the user registration centre of 
new information about the computer-related products, 
thereby allowing the users to utilize the new 
information. 

According to the present invention, when a user 
starts up a software product immediately after 
purchasing a computer, a using status monitor module 
determines that it is the first start up, and the user 
registration/reference unit transmits the user 
registration information to the user information 
general management unit for a new registration. Then 
a user registration is made. The contents of the user 
registration information can be referred to by the 
vendor registration/ reference unit on the vendor side. 

If the using status monitor determines that the 
number of times that the software product has been 
started up since the new registration has reached a 
given value predetermined by the vendor of the 
software product, then the number of the start up is 
transmitted as using status information from the user 
registration/reference unit to the user information 
general management unit, and the user information 
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general management unit transmits the latest 
information about the software product to the user 
registration/reference unit. As a result, the user 
can obtain the latest information about the software 
5 product without any special process. 

As described above, according to the present 
invention, the user can make a user registration in 
real time in a simple operation whereas the vendor can 
appropriately provide the user with the latest 
10 information about the computer-related product 
depending on the using status on the user side. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing the principle 
15 of the present invention; 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram showing the 
configuration of the software user registration 
system; 

FIG. 3 shows the process performed by the 
20 software user registration system shown in FIG. 2; 

FIG. 4 shows the user registration process system 
associated with a system configuration; 

FIG. 5 shows the latest information reference 
system associated with the system configuration; 
25 FIG. 6 is a flowchart showing the user 
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registration process; 

FIG. 7 is a flowchart showing the latest 
information reference process; 

FIG. 8 is a detailed flowchart showing the user 
5 registration process; 

FIG. 9 is a detailed flowchart showing the latest 
information reference process; 

FIG. 10 is a flowchart showing the tool updating 
process corresponding to the update of the version of 
10 the user registration/reference tool; 

FIG. 11 shows the contents of the file storing 
personal information about users; 

FIG. 12 shows the contents of the file storing 
software registration information; 
15 FIG. 13 shows the contents of the file storing 

the information from a software vendor; 

FIG. 14 shows the contents of the master database 
storing personal information about users; 

FIG. 15 shows the contents of the master database 
20 storing software registration information; 

FIG. 16 shows the contents of the master database 
storing the information from a software vendor; 

FIG. 17 shows a start up screen of a software 
registration/reference tool; 
25 FIG. 18 shows an input screen for software 
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registration information; 

FIG . 19 shows a check screen for software 
registration information; 

FIG. 20 shows an input screen (1) for personal 
5 information about users; 

FIG. 21 shows an input screen (2) for personal 
information about users; 

FIG. 22 shows a check screen for personal 
information about users; 
10 FIG. 23 shows a software registration starting 

screen; 

FIG. 24 shows a screen for performing a process 
of software registration; 

FIG. 25 shows a software registration completion 
15 screen; 

FIG. 26 shows a latest software information 
acquisition starting screen; 

FIG. 27 shows a screen in the process of 
acquiring the latest software information; and 
20 FIG. 28 shows a latest software information 

acquisition completion screen. 


25 


Description of the Preferred Embodiments 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram showing the principle 
of the present invention. In detail, FIG. 1 is a 
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block diagram showing the principle of a computer- 
related product user management and service system, 
enabling an easy user registration of computer-related 
products and an easy check of the using status, and 
5 providing a service according to user registration 
information and using status information. 

In FIG, 1, a user information general management 
unit 1 is provided in, for example, a user 
registration centre for generally managing users of 

10 computer-related products, and generally manages the 
user registration information and using status 
information transmitted from users. The user 

information general management unit 1 manages the 
users of software and hardware which are computer- 

15 related products, and performs important functions in 
a system for providing the users with useful services* 
A user registration/reference unit 2 is, for 
example, commonly used for software products, and is 
installed as part of a software product in a user 

20 computer as being separated from the body of the 
software product when the software product is 
installed. It provides the user registration 

information and using status information corresponding 
to a plurality of software products including the 

25 above described software product, and requests new 


10 

information relating to software products to the user 
registration centre. 

Furthermore, a vendor registration/reference unit 
3 is provided on a software or hardware vendor 
5 (manufacturer) side, obtains the user registration 
information and the using status information, 
transmitted from the user to the user information 
general management unit 1, and notifies the user 
information general management unit 1 of new 

10 information about the computer-related products. 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram showing the 
configuration of the software user registration system 
as an embodiment of the computer-related product user 
management and service system. The present invention 

15 is applicable not only to software but also to all 
computer-related product user management and service 
systems including hardware. Described below are 
embodiments of a user management and service system 
for handling software products which require user 

20 entries much more than other computer-related products 
and require support services from vendors. 

In the system shown in FIG. 2, a user 10 and a 
vendor 11 are connected to a user registration centre 
13 through a network 12, for example, an Internet and 

25 personal computer communications. 
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A user registration/reference tool 15 commonly 
used in registering plural sets of software 14a 
through 14c and a database 16 for storing personal 
information about each user and registration 
information about software, etc. are provided on the 
user 10 side. 

When the user 10 tries to install software A 14a 
first, the user registration/reference tool 15 
incorporated into the software is installed separately 
from the body of the software product, and is used for 
a registration for use of the software 14a. Using the 
user registration/reference tool 15, personal 
information about an individual user such as the name 
and the address of the user, etc. and software 
registration information such as the serial number of 
the software, etc. are stored in a master database 17 
in the user registration centre 13 through the network 
12. The stored data is further stored in any of 
databases 18a through 18c for respective software 
vendors. 

From the user registration centre 13, for 
example, a user registration number uniquely assigned 
to each software code is provided for the user 
registration/reference tool 15 through the network 12, 
and the registration information about the software 
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containing the provided contents and personal 
information about individual users are stored in the 
database 16 on the user side. The registration 
information containing a user registration number is 
5 stored in the database 16 without starting another 
specific communications software, and the user can be 
informed of the stored data on, for example, the help 
screen. 

A vendor registration/reference tool 19 is 

10 provided on the vendor 11 side, and the vendor 11 
refers to user personal/registration information 
stored in any of the databases 18a through 18c for 
each vendor using the vendor registration/ref erence 
tool 19, and notifies the user registration centre 13 

15 of the latest information about software as 
information from the vendor so that the contents of 
the information can be stored in any of the databases 
18a through 18c for each vendor. 

When the frequency of use of specific software, 

20 for example, the number of times of starting up, 
reaches a predetermined value, the user 
registration/reference tool 15 notifies the user 
registration centre 13 of the value through the 
automatically connected network 12. The frequency of 

25 use is referred to by the vendor 
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registration/reference tool 19. According to the 
notified frequency of use, the information from the 
vendor is transmitted as the latest information about 
the software from the user registration centre 13 to 
the user registration/reference tool 15 through the 
network 12. Thus, the user 10 can obtain the latest 
information about the software. When the frequency 
reaches a predetermined value, a message from the 
vendor is displayed to the user, and the user 
determines whether or not the using status data should 
be provided to the user registration centre. At a 
request from the user, the network is automatically 
connected and the using status data is transmitted. 

FIG. 3 shows various processes performed between, 
for example, a personal computer (PC) on the user 10 
side and, for example, a server on the user 
registration centre 13 side relating to the system 
shown in FIG. 2. In FIG. 3, there are the body of the 
software 14, the user registration/reference tool 15, 
and the database 16 on the user 10 side. The user 
registration/reference tool 15 is fundamentally common 
among a plurality of normal software products. For 
example, when a software product (SP1) is installed 
in a personal computer, the user 
registration/reference tool 15 is installed as 
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separated from the body of the software product so 
that it can be used in a user registration process for 
the software product SPl. 

When a user registration is made for a different 
5 software product ( S P 2 ) , the user 
registration/reference tool 15 incorporated into the 
already installed software product (SP1) is invoked 
to be used in the user registration. However, the 
user registration/reference tool 15 is updated for a 

10 new version corresponding to the changes in the 
representation for the operating system. If the user 
registration/reference tool 15 incorporated into the 
software product to be used in the user registration 
is a newer than the already installed version, then 

15 the user registration/reference tool 15 is updated and 
a new tool is used. 

The processes performed on the user 10 side are: 
a counter notification process 22 for notifying the 
user registration centre 13 of the number of times of 

20 starting up as using status data according to the 
monitor result of a using status monitor module 21 for 
monitoring the number of times of starting up of 
software; a new registration process 23 for making a 
registration for use of new software; an information 

25 reference process 24 for referring to the latest 


information provided from the vendor of the software 
product, about the software product which has already 
been registered for use, and is actually being used, 
that is, the information from the vendor in FIG. 2; 
a registration change process 25 for changing the 
already registered contents; an additional 
registration process 26 for adding a new registration 
to new software; and a registration reference process 
27 for referring to the already registered contents. 

In these processes, the counter notification 
process 22, the new registration process 23, and the 
information reference process 24 are invoked by a 
start up module 20 inside the body of the software 
14, receive software information such as the name of 
the vendor of the software the name of the software, 
the version number, etc. through the using status 
monitor module 21 from the start up module 20, and 
performs the processes according to the software 
information, etc. When the process terminates, 
termination information is returned to the start up 
module 20, and then the process of the body of the 
software is performed. The using status monitor 
module 21 makes the new registration process 23 
perform when the number of times of starting up is 0, 
makes the counter notification process 22 perform when 
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the number of times of starting up has reached the 
number of times a notification should be transmitted 
to the user registration centre 13, and makes the 
information reference process 24 perform when a number 
5 of times, predetermined by the vendor of a software 
product, at which new information should be referred 
to, is reached. 

The information reference process 24 can also be 
started by a call from a menu module 28. When the 

10 user wants to receive the latest information about a 
software product, for example, the process starts with 
the user's click of the T latest information 1 button 
on the menu. On the other hand, the registration 
change process 25, the additional registration process 

15 26, and the registration reference process 27 are 
started only by the call from the menu module 28. 

The processes of the functions for user 30 on the 
user registration centre 13 side are a counter 
notification process 33; a new registration process 

20 34; an information reference process 35; a 
registration change process 36; and an additional 
registration process 37. The processes of the 
functions for vendor 31 on the user registration 
centre 13 side are a download process 38 and an 

25 information registration process 39. Various 
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databases 32 in the user registration centre 13 
correspond to the master database 17 shown in FIG. 2 
and the databases 18a through 18c for each vendor. 

Various processes of the functions for user 30 
correspond to the identically named processes 
performed by the user registration/reference tool 15, 
and are performed corresponding to the process 
performed on the user registration/reference tool 15 
side, and the process results are returned to the user 
10 side as necessary. For example, the new 

registration process 34 is performed according to the 
registration information transmitted as a result of 
the new registration process 23 on the user 10 side. 
The registration acknowledgement information 
indicating the process result is returned to the user 
10 side. 

The download process 38 of the functions for 
vendor 31 classifies the user personal information and 
the software registration information transmitted from 
the user 10 side for each vendor, and transmits the 
information to the vendor. The information 

registration process 39 stores the information from 
the vendor shown in FIG. 2, that is, the latest 
information about the software product in the database 
32. The registration reference process 27 on the user 
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10 side has no corresponding process on the user 
registration centre 13 side, but refers to the 
registered data about a software product, that is, the 
personal information, and the registration information 
about the software, etc, stored in the database 16, 
on the user side. 

FIGs. 4 and 5 show the software user 
registration system and the latest information 
reference system related to the system configuration. 
FIG. 4 shows the new user registration system for a 
software product. In FIG. 4, as in FIG. 3, a personal 
computer PC (U) on the user side includes the software 
body 14, the user registration/reference tool 15, a 
user personal information file 51, a registration 
information file 52 about software, and a file 53 for 
storing the latest information from the software 
vendor . 

The user registration centre (RC) 13 includes a 
user information and using status data obtaining 
module 45 and an information distribution module 46 
as an internal configuration element; a master 
database 54 for storing user personal information; a 
master database 55 for storing software registration 
information; a master database 56 for storing the 
latest information about the software from the vendor; 


and databases 57a through 57c for each vendor. 

On the other hand, for example, a personal 
computer PC or a workstation WS (V) on the software 
product vendor 11 side includes the vendor 
registration/reference tool 19 containing a user 
information and using status data obtaining module 47 
and an information registration module 48 as a 
component . 

The procedure of the new registration process for 
the software product 14 is described by referring to 
FIG. 4. When the software product 14 is started by the 
start up module 20, it is determined by the using 
status monitor module 21, for example, a number of 
times of starting up counter that the software product 
14 is started for the first time. Then, a user 
registration tool invoking module 40 invokes the user 
registration/reference tool 15. 

A user information registration and using status 
notification module 41 in the tool transmits personal 
information about a user and software registration 
information to the user information and using status 
data obtaining module 45 forming part of the server 
44 in the user registration centre 13. The user 
personal information is stored in the master database 
54, and the registration information about the 
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software is stored in the master database 55. The 
personal information about the user and the 
registration information about the software are 
distributed to a database corresponding to the 
registered software vendor in the master databases 54 
and 55 among the databases 57a through 57c for each 
software vendor. 

When the information registration is completed, 
the server 44 notifies the user registration/reference 
tool 15 of the termination result of the process. The 
termination result contains a user registration number 
for each software code as a part of the registration 
information about the software. The user registration 
number is uniquely assigned by the user registration 
centre 13 in such a format that a software vendor can 
be identified. On the user 10 side, the personal 
information about a user used in the user registration 
is stored in the file 51, and the software 
registration information containing the user 
registration number is stored in the file 52. 

The user information and using status data 
obtaining module 47 in the vendor 
registration/reference tool 19 on the software product 
vendor 11 side obtains personal information about a 
user and software registration information stored in 


the databases 57a through 57c for each vendor. The 
information registration module 48 transmits, as 
necessary, the latest information about a registered 
software product, that is, the information from the 
software vendor to the user registration centre 13, 
and the vendor information is stored in the master 
database 56, and stored in any of the databases 57a 
through 57c for each software vendor. 

In FIG. 4, the user registration/reference tool 
15 is invoked from the user registration tool invoking 
module 40 through the call from the menu module 28 
inside the body of the software product 14 on the user 
10 side, and the user registration process is 
performed when the registration change process 25 or 
the additional registration process 26 described by 
referring to FIG. 3 is performed. The registration 
process in this case is performed similarly to the new 
registration process. 

FIG. 5 shows the latest information reference 
system for software. In FIG. 5, when the body of a 
software product 14 is started by the start up module 
20 in the software 14 on the user 10 side, the using 
status monitor module 21, for example, a number of 
times of starting up counter determines the number of 
times of starting up of the software. If it 


22 

determines that the number of times, at which the 
latest information about the software should be 
referred to, preliminarily specified by the vendor, 
has been reached, then the user registration tool 
5 invoking module 40 invokes the user 
registration/reference tool 15, and an information 
obtaining and reference module 42 in the user 
registration/reference tool 15 requests the 
information distributing module 46 of the server 44 

10 in the user registration centre 13 to distribute 
information from the software provider. 

In response to the request, the information 
distributing module 46 extracts information from a 
database for each software provider, for example, 

15 database 57a through the master database 55 for 
storing software registration information, and the 
master database 56 for storing information from a 
vendor or provider, transmits the extraction result 
to the information obtaining and reference module 42 

20 on the user 10 side. The information is displayed to 
the user 10, and stored in the information file 53 for 
storing the information from the software vendor or 
provider. Thus, even if the number of times of 
software starting up, at which the latest information 

25 should be referred to, has not reached the software 
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vendor-specified number of times, the user, for 
example, can instruct the user registration tool 
invoking module 40 to invoke the user 
registration/reference tool 15 through a call from the 
menu module 25, thereby the process of obtaining the 
latest information is performed. 

FIGs. 6 and 7 are flowcharts showing the user 
registration process and the latest information 
reference process corresponding to FIGs. 4 and 5. 
When the process starts in the user registration 
process flowchart shown in FIG. 6, the body of the 
software product 14 is first started in step SI. In 
step S2, the number of times of starting up of the 
software product is counted. In step S3, it is 
determined whether or not the software product has 
already been registered. If it has already been 
registered, control is passed to the flowchart of the 
latest information reference process of FIG. 7. 

If the registration has not been made for the 
started software product, a registration/ref erence 
tool is started in step S4. In step S5, the personal 
information about users and the registration 
information for the software are input. The input of 
the information is described later by referring to an 
example of a screen. 
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Then, in step S6, a communications module is 
started, and the user personal information and the 
software registration information are transmitted from 
the user to the registration centre. 

On the user registration centre side, the user 
personal information and the software registration 
information are received in step S7. In step S8, a 
user registration number is assigned corresponding to 
the software, for example, a software code. After 
sending the result to the user, the software 
registration information including the user 
registration number and the user personal information 
are respectively stored in the databases 55 and 54 in 
step S9. 

On the user side, the user registration number 
is received in step S6, and the software registration 
information including the reception result and the 
user personal information are respectively stored in 
the files 52 and 51. 

On the other hand, the vendor is informed from 
the registration centre that new information has been 
registered. In step S12, a registration/reference 
tool is started. In step S13, the vendor starts a 
communications module, and requests the registration 
centre to transmit newly registered information. The 
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registration centre distributes the contents of the 
master database 54 for storing the user personal 
information and the master database 55 for storing the 
software registration information to the database for 
5 each vendor in step Sll, and transmits the distributed 
results to the vendor. The vendor receives the result 
in step S13, and stores the contents in the memory not 
shown in FIG. 6. 

FIG. 7 is a flowchart showing the latest 

10 information reference process performed when it is 
determined that the registration for the software 
product started in step S3 shown in FIG. 6 has already 
been made. Described below by referring to FIG. 5 is 
the case in which the user registration tool invoking 

15 module 40 is called by the using status monitor module 
21, not by the menu module 25, and the user 
registration/reference tool is then invoked. 

First in step S21, it is determined whether or 
not the number of times of starting up is equal to the 

20 value preliminarily specified by the software vendor 
as the number of times of starting up at which the 
latest information should be referred to. If the 
number of times of starting up is not equal to the 
specified value, then control is passed to the process 

25 of the module of the body of the software, and the 
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latest information reference process is not performed. 

If it is determined that the number of times of 
starting up is equal to the specified value, then the 
user registration/reference tool is started in step 
S23, and providing of the latest information is 
requested to the registration centre using the 
contents of the file 52 for storing the registration 
information about the software. 

The registration centre transmits an information 
extraction instruction together with the information 
extraction condition to the master database 56 for 
storing the information from the vendor in step S24. 
The extracted information is transmitted to the user 
side in step S25, and the transmitted information is 
displayed in step S26. The display of the information 
is described later by referring to an example of a 
screen. 

The information extraction conditions referred 
to in this embodiment are a software code, a serial 
number, using status data, that is, a number of times 
of starting up, information type related to, for 
example, user's experience in using a software 
product, a related software product code to be used 
in combination, a display period during which the 
latest information is displayed. 
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On the vendor side, the registration/reference 
tool is started in step S27. In step S28, the 
communications module is started and the latest 
information is transmitted to the registration centre. 
On the registration centre side, the information is 
stored in the master database 56 through the database 
for each software vendor and transmitted to the user 
corresponding to the extraction condition in step S29. 

The program for realizing the process of each 
step in the above described flowchart is stored in the 
memory, not shown in FIG. 4, of the user registration 
centre (RC) 13, the user personal computer PC (U) 10, 
a personal computer or workstation PC/WS (V) 11, and 
is executed to perform various processes shown in FIG. 
3. 

FIG. 8 is a detailed flowchart showing the user 
registration process. Unlike the flowchart in FIG. 
6, the information reference step is not taken, but 
a normal process is performed as an application in 
step S14 when it is determined that the software of 
the application started in step S3 has already been 
registered. 

Furthermore, step S5 shown in FIG. 6 is divided 
into step S5a in which user personal information and 
software registration information are input and step 
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S5b in which input information is edited* Of the 
edited input information, a personal authentication 
identification number is stored in the user personal 
information file 51, and a software name is stored in 
5 the registration information file 52. 

As the first half of the communications module 
start up transmitting/receiving process in step S6 
shown in FIG, 6, the user/software information 
transmitting process is performed in step S6a as shown 

10 in FIG. 8. On the registration centre side, the 
reception of the registration process is awaited in 
step S16 after initializing the centre process in step 
S15, and vendor information stored in the vendor 
information master DB 56 is assigned when a user 

15 registration number is assigned in step S8 as in step 
S6. 

In FIG. 8, the registration completion 
information transmitting process is performed in step 
S17 after the process in step S8. After the 

20 registration completion information is transmitted to 
the user, data is stored in the master DB in step S9 
as shown in FIG. 6. The user personal information is 
stored in the user personal information master DB 54, 
and the software registration information is stored 

25 in the registration information master DB 55. 
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The registration completion information 
transmitted from the registration centre side is 
received on the user side in the registration 
completion information receiving process in step S6a, 
and the contents are stored on a disk in step S10 as 
in FIG. 6. Files to be stored are the user personal 
information file 51, the registration information file 
52, and the software vendor information file 53. 

FIG. 9 is a further detailed flowchart showing 
the latest information reference process. In FIG. 9, 
the process in which a registration/reference tool is 
invoked from the menu module 28 is described. 

As shown in FIG. 8, an application is started on 
the user side in step S31, and the number of times of 
starting up is counted in step S32. Then, in step 
S33, it is determined whether or not a 
registration/reference tool has been started from the 
menu module in step S33. If not, a normal process is 
performed as an application in step S34. 

If the start up is performed from a menu module, 
the registration/reference tool is started in step S23 
as shown in FIG. 7, and the user personal information, 
the software registration information are read in step 
S35. The information is read, as necessary, from the 
user personal information file 51, the registration 
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information file 52, and the software vendor 
information file 53. The read user personal 

information and software registration information are 
transmitted to the registration centre in the 
5 transmitting process in step S3 6. 

On the registration centre side, the latest 
information reference process is awaited in step S38 
after the centre process initialization in step S37. 
When a latest software information reference request 

10 is received in the process of receiving the user 
personal information from the user side and the 
software registration information in step S39, the 
user personal information and the software 
registration information respectively stored in user 

15 personal information master DB 54 and the registration 
information master DB 55 are read, and it is 
determined in step S41 whether or not the reference 
requesting user is an authenticated user of the 
software to be referenced. If yes, the vendor 

20 information is read from the vendor information master 
DB 56 in step S42, and it is determined in step S43 
whether or not the information is the latest 
information. If yes, the latest information is 
transmitted to the user side in the latest information 

25 transmitting process in step S44. 
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If it is determined in step S41 that the 
reference requesting user is not an authenticated 
user, then an error notification is transmitted to the 
user side in step S45. If it is determined in step 
5 S43 that the information is not the latest 
information, the user is informed that no latest 
information exists. 

The latest information, an error notification, 
etc. are received on the user side in the receiving 

10 process in step S46. For example, the latest 
information is stored in the software vendor 
information file 53 as necessary in step S47, thereby 
terminating the process. 

FIG. 10 is a flowchart showing the tool updating 

15 process corresponding to the update of the version of 
the user registration/reference tool. According to 
the present embodiment, the user 
registration/reference tool mainly comprises the user 
information registration and using status notification 

20 module 41 and the information obtaining and reference 
module 42 as shown in FIG. 4. The above described 
modules are hereinafter referred to as add-in tool 
main programs. In addition to the add-in tool main 
program, the user registration/reference tool 15 

25 comprises an add-in tool related file and a 
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registration information related file. According to 
the present embodiment, the add-in tool related file 
corresponds to a network access point file. 

The flowchart shown in FIG. 10 is based on, for 
5 example, marketed software, that is, an application, 
installed on the personal computer on the user side. 
In this case, the user registration/reference tool, 
that is, an add-in tool, is contained in the directory 
of an application immediately after the installation. 

10 In the personal computer on the user side, an add-in 
tool being operated exists in the system directory of 
the personal computer. 

When the process starts in FIG. 10, the add-in 
tool main program corresponding to newly purchased 

15 software is read in step S51. In step S52, it is 
determined whether or not the system directory of the 
personal computer contains an add- in tool. If not, 
it indicates that the user registration/reference 
tool, that is, the add-in tool, is first installed in 

20 the personal computer. As a result, the add-in tool 
main program is moved into the directory in step S57, 
thereby terminating the process. 

If it is determined in step S52 that an add-in 
tool exists in the system directory of the personal 

25 computer, then the existing add-in tool main program 
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and a related file is read in step S53, and the 
versions are compared with each other in step S54. 
If the add-in tool existing in the system directory 
is older, then the add-in tool main program is 
replaced with the new version of the related file in 
step S55. If the resultant contents are new or equal, 
then control is passed to step S53 without performing 
the process in step S55. 

The processes in steps S53 through S55 are 
performed on all add-in tools existing in the system 
directory of the personal computer. After the 
processes have been completed on all add-in tools, 
control is passed from step S53 to step S56, and the 
add-in tool main program contained in the directory 
of the application and the related files are removed, 
thereby terminating the process. 

FIGs. 11 through 13 show the contents of the 
files provided on the user 10 side shown in FIG. 4. 
FIG. 11 shows the contents of the file 51 for storing 
the user personal information. The user personal 
information as the contents of the file is stored in 
the file 51 by user's inputting when a software 
product is registered for use. When another software 
is registered for use, the contents are used for the 
registration, thereby preventing the user from re- 
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inputting the same contents. 

FIG. 12 shows the contents of the file 52 for 
storing software registration information. In the 
stored contents, a software code is represented by 
coding the name of a software product and a version 
level. A serial number corresponds to a production 
number, and is assigned to each software code by the 
software vendor. When a software is registered for 
use, the serial number of software, purchased by a 
user, is unknown to the vendor, and the user has to 
input the serial number as part of registration 
information . 

A user registration number is assigned for each 
software code on the user registration centre 13 side 
as described above. Simultaneously, a number is 
assigned in a format in which the software vendor 
product can be identified. Using status data is a 
number of times of starting up of the software product 
according to the present embodiment. 

A requested information type is specified by a 
user when a software product is registered, and 
indicates the type of the latest information requested 
by the user. For example, a type A refers to 
enhancement information about new product information, 
version-up information, etc. A type B refers to 
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information about products for use in combination 
among the products of the same vendor, information 
about convenient functions. A type C refers to 
linkage information used when a software product is 
5 linked with another vendor software product and 
hardware product. 

FIG. 13 shows the contents of the file 53 for 
storing the information from a software vendor. The 
contents are the latest information transmitted from 

10 the user registration centre 13 in response to the 
request from the user, and includes a user 
registration number assigned for each software code. 

FIGs. 14 through 16 show the contents of the 
master databases 54 through 56 provided in the user 

15 registration centre 13 shown in FIG. 4. FIG. 14 shows 
the contents of the master database 54 for storing the 
user personal information. The master database 54 
stores the contents of the user personal information 
file 51 for storing the personal information about the 

20 user shown in FIG. 11, and the user registration 
number assigned in the user registration centre 13. 

FIG. 15 shows the contents of the master database 
55 for storing the software registration information. 
The registration information as the contents shown in 

25 FIG. 15 are similar to those described above. 


Additionally, the database stores the number of times 
the user has obtained the information about the 
software product. 

FIG, 16 shows the contents of the master database 
56 for storing the information from the vendor. In 
FIG. 16, the start and the end of the display indicate 
the display period under the information extraction 
condition, that is, the effective display period of 
the vendor information. The related software code is 
one of the extraction condition, and is provided by 
another vendor corresponding to the above described 
information type C. 

FIGs. 17 through 25 show examples of the screens 
displayed during the process performed on the user 
side shown in the user registration process flowchart 
of the software product shown in FIG. 6. FIG. 17 
shows a screen indicating the starting up of the 
software registration/reference tool. On the screens, 
the user selects any of new registration, change of 
registration, and obtaining the latest information 
using a mouse. The ! NAME OF FORM' indicating the 
contents of the screen process refers to one screen. 

FIG. 18 shows an input screen of the software 
registration information. In FIG. 18, the information 
received from the body of the software, that is, the 
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name of the vendor (provider), the name of the 
software, a version number, etc. are displayed. The 
information not obtained from the body of the 
software, that is, the serial number in this example, 
is input by the user. 

FIG. 19 shows the software registration 
information check screen. In this example, the 
registration information obtained from the body of the 
software and the information input by the user can be 
checked . 

FIGs. 20 and 21 show an input screen of user 
information, that is, the personal information about 
the user. In FIG. 20, the user specifies a person or 
a corporation, and inputs the name of the specified 
person or corporation. In FIG. 21, a post code, an 
address, a telephone number, etc. are input. 

FIG. 22 shows the check screen of the user 
information, that is, the personal information about 
a user. The input personal information is checked. 

FIG. 23 shows the registration starting screen. 
When the user makes a registration, communications 
start to make an online registration by setting 
communications environment, or pushing a dial 
illustrated button in the drawing. When the cancel 
button is pushed, no registration is made. Thus, 
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according to the present embodiment, no registration 
is made when the user does not request the 
registration. That is, the registration is made only 
at the request of the user. When the user does not 
5 request the registration, that is, cancels the 
registration, an indication to recommend the 
registration process is displayed when the software 
product is started from the next time on. 

FIG. 24 shows the screen of the communications 

10 in process, that is, the screen on which the online 
registration is performed. As described in the 
remarks column, the process meter indicates to what 
extent the communications have proceeded from the 
initialization of the port to the disconnection of the 

15 line. 

FIG. 25 shows an example of the screen informing 
that the user registration has been completed, and the 
user registration number is displayed in the window. 
The remarks column indicates the amount of information 
20 as registration information. 

FIGs. 26 through 28 show an example of the screen 
on the user side in the latest information reference 
process shown in FIG. 7. In this case, the 
registration/reference tool is started in step S23 
25 shown in FIG. 7, the screen showing the start up of 
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-the registration/reference tool shown in FIG. 17 is 
displayed, and 1 obtaining latest inf ormation f is 
selected by clicking the mouse. Thus, the screen on 
which the latest information obtaining process is 
5 ' checked is displayed as shown in FIG. 26. In FIG. 26, 
cancel is acceptable. If the user does not request 
the latest information, the information is not 
referred to and the recommendation of the reference 
process is displayed from the next process on. 

10 FIG. 27 shows the screen displaying the 

communications process being performed. On this 
screen, the process meter indicates to what extent the 
communications have proceeded from the initialization 
of the port to the disconnection of the line. 

15 FIG. 28 shows an example of the screen informing 

that the latest information has been obtained. The 
screen displays the latest information, that is, the 
latest information from the vendor. When the 
termination button is pressed, the latest information 

20 reference process terminates. The remarks column 
indicates the amount of the latest information. 

In the explanation above, the user management and 
service system is described by referring to a software 
product in computer-related products. However, the 

25 present invention is not limited to the software 
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product, but can be applied to a user management and 
service for hardware including peripherals. 
Furthermore, among the processes performed by the 
system, the new registration process and the latest 
information reference process are described in 
explaining the operations of the system. However, the 
types of the processes and the aspects of the 
processes are not limited to the descriptions of the 
preferred embodiments above. That is, various 
processes can be performed in various formats. 

As described in detail above, the user can make 
user registration for a computer-related product in 
a simple procedure and receive various after-services 
from a vendor on an online network without delay. The 
computer-related products vendor can easily acquire 
the using status information of a product at a low 
cost, and reduce a cost for user registration and user 
services. Furthermore, various information services 
can be provided for each user and therefore attract 
a large number of users. Additionally, value-added 
business can be realized through user registration 
information, thereby contributing a lot to the 
development of the entire computer industry. 
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What is claimed is: 

1. A computer-related product user management and 
service system which manages a user of software and 
5 hardware as a computer-related product, and provides 
the user with an appropriate service, comprising: 

user information general management means, 
provided on a system manager side, for generally 
managing user registration information and using 

10 status information transmitted from a user of the 
computer-related product ; and 

user registration/reference means, provided on 
a user side of the computer-related product, for 
notifying said user information general management 

15 means of the user registration information and the 
using status information at a request of the user who 
receives a service according to the user registration 
information and the using status information. 

20 2. The system according to claim 2, wherein 

said user registration/reference means requests 
at a request from the user said user information 
general management means to provide new information 
about the computer-related product from a vendor side 

25 of the computer-related product. 
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3. The system according to claim 2, wherein 

said computer-related product is a software 
product, and said user registration/reference means 
is commonly provided for, and as part of, each of a 
5 plurality of software products; and 

when any software product of the plurality of the 
products is installed, the user registration/reference 
means as part of the any software product are also 
installed; and thereafter said user 

10 registration/reference means issues a notification 
about the user registration information and using 
status information for the plurality of software 
products which are included in the software products, 
and realizes a request for new information about the 

15 software product. 


4. The system according to claim 2, wherein 

said user registration information comprises: 
personal information about each user containing 
20 an identification number of each user; and 

registration information containing a type of 
information requested by the user about a computer- 
related product; and 

said user information general management means 
25 extracts the new information depending on information 
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extraction condition containing a requested 
information type in the registration information at 
a request for new information about a computer-related 
product from said user registration/reference means, 
and transmits the new information to said user 
registration/reference means. 

5. The system according to claim 2, wherein 

said computer-related product is a software 
product and said using status information contains the 
number of times of starting up of the software 
product; and 

said user information general management means 
transmits new information about the software product 
to said user registration/reference means depending 
on notified contents about the number of times of 
starting up of the software product. 

6. The system according to claim 2, wherein 

said computer-related product is a software 
product and said using status information contains the 
number of times of starting up of the software 

product; and 

said user registration/reference means requests 
said user information general management means to 


44 

provide new information about the software product 
when the number of times of starting up of the 
software product has reached a value predetermined for 
a software product. 

5 

7. The system according to claim 2, further 
comprising on a vendor side of said computer-related 
product: 

vendor registration/reference means for obtaining 
10 the user registration information and the using status 
information provided for said user information general 
management means, and notifying said user information 
general management means of new information about the 
computer-related product* 

15 

8. The system according to claim 1 , wherein 

said user registration information contains a 
type of information requested by a user about a 
computer-related product; 
20 said vendor registration/reference means 

specifies a type of new information when the new 
information about the computer-related product is 
notified of; and 

said user information general management means 
25 compares the type of information requested by the user 


with the type specified by the vendor 
registration/reference means, and when both types 
coincide, transmits the new information to said user 
registration/reference means at a request from said 
user registration/reference means. 

9. The system according to claim 8, wherein 

one type of said information refers to 
information about a linking operation with a computer- 
related product provided by another vendor. 

10. A management apparatus which manages user 
information about a computer-related product provided 
by a user terminal connected through a network, 
comprising: 

user information general management means for 
managing using status information provided by the user 
terminal about a product owned by a user; 

product information management means for managing 
product information provided by a vendor of the 
computer-related product; and 

product information notification means for 
referring to a product owned by each user managed by 
said user information general management means at a 
product information reference request from the user 
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terminal, and for providing product information 
managed by said product information management means 
about a product owned by a user. 

5 11. A computer-readable storage medium used to direct 
a computer to perform the functions of: 

managing using status information provided by the 
user terminal about a product owned by a user; 

managing product information provided by the 
10 computer-related product vendor; and 

referring to a product owned by each user managed 
by said using status information managing function at 
a product information reference request from the user 
terminal, and providing product information managed 
15 by said product information managing function about 
a product owned by a user, 

12 . A user terminal apparatus , provided at a user 
side of a computer-related product, for receiving an 
20 appropriate service from a vendor, comprising: 

user information notification means for notifying 
an external unit of user registration information and 
using status information about the computer-related 
product; and 

25 product information reference means for 
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requesting an external unit for new information about 
the computer-related product from a computer-related 
product vendor . 

5 13 . A computer-readable storage medium used to direct 
a computer to perform the functions of: 

notifying an external unit of user registration 
information and using status information about the 
computer-related product; and 
10 requesting an external unit for new information 

about the computer-related product from a computer- 
related product vendor. 

14. A vendor terminal apparatus , provided at a vendor 
15 side of a computer-related product, for providing an 

appropriate service for a user, comprising: 

user information reference means for obtaining, 

from an external unit, user registration information 

and using status information transmitted from a user 
20 of the computer-related product; and 

product information notification means for 

notifying an external unit of new information about 

the computer-related product. 

25 15. A computer-readable storage medium used to direct 
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a computer to perform the functions of: 

obtaining, from an external unit, user 
registration information and using status information 
transmitted from a user of the computer-related 
product; and 

notifying an external unit of new information 
about the computer-related product. 


49 


Abstract of the Disclosure 

A user information general management unit for 
generally managing user registration information and 
5 using status information transmitted from a user side 
of a computer-related product is provided at a system 
manager side, for example, a user registration centre. 
A user registration/reference unit for notifying the 
user information general management unit of the user 

10 registration information and the using status 
information at a request from the user, and for 
requesting new information provided from a vendor side 
about a computer-related product is provided on a user 
side. With this configuration, a user registration 

15 operation can be simple on the user side, the time and 
the cost required in checking the using status on the 
vendor side can be reduced, and an appropriate service 
for a user can be realized. 
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UNITED STATES Docket No.: 

C0H8INED D ECLARAT I ON/POWER OF ATTORKEY FOR UTILITY/DESIGN PATENT APPLICATION 


As a below named inventor, I hereby declare that: , ^ . ' . . t 
Hy residence, post office address and citizenship are as stated below next to ray name- I believe that I am the original, 
first and sole inventor (if only one name is listed below) or an original, first and joint inventor <if plural names are 
listed below) of the subject matter which is claimed and for which a patent is sought on the invention entitled 
Coinpiiher-related Product User Management and Service System 

the specification of which (check one) CX) is attached hereto C 3 was filed on 

as U.S. Application Serial No. . and was amended on 


(if applicable) 

I hereby state that 1 have reviewed and understand the contents of the above- identified specification, including the claims, 
as amended by any amendment referred to above. I acknowledge the duty to disclose to the Office all information known to 
me to be material to patentability as defined in §1.56. I hereby claim foreign priority benefit(s) under 35 U.S.C. §119 of 
any foreign application(s) for patent or inventor's certificate listed below and have also identified below any foreign 
application(s) for patent or inventor's certificate having a filing date before that of the application on which priority 
is claimed. 

Prior Foreign Application(s) Priority Claimed 

09-046008 Japan 28th/February/ 1 997 ^ f 3 

(Number) — (Country) Oay/Month/Year Filed Yes No 


CI C 3 


(Number) (Country) Day/Honth/Year Filed Yes No 

I hereby claim the benefit under 35 U.S.C. §120 of any U.S. application(s) listed below and, insofar as the subject matter 
of each of the claims of this application is not disclosed in the prior United States application(s) in the manner provided 
by the first paragraph of 35 U.S.C. §112, I acknowledge the duty to disclose to the Office all information known to me to 
be material to patentability as defined in §1.56 which became available between the filing date of the prior application and 
the national or PCT international filing date of this application: 


(Application Serial No.) (Filing Date) (Status: patented, pending, abandoned) 



(Application Serial No.) (Filing Date) (Status: patented, pending, abandoned) 

POWS@OF ATTORNEY: 

As if *hamed 
22,&I0; David 
F. Herbert, 31 

35^»°V*cli^ 40,054 and William K.; Schertler, 35,348 (agent) 

to*M*Gecute this application and transact all business in the Patent and Trademark Off ice connected therewith. Send 
correspondence to: STAAS & HALSEY, 700 Eleventh Street, M.W., Suite 500, Washington, O.C., 20001, and direct telephone calls 
to:f X202) 434-1500 

I hereby declare that all statements made herein of my own knowledge are true and that all statements made on information 
ancPielief are believed to be true; and further that these statements were made with the knowledge that willful false 
staMnents and the like so made are punishable by fine or imprisonment, or both, under 18 U.S.C. §1001, and that such willful 
false statements may jeopardize the validity of the application or any patent issued thereon. 

Full name of sole or first inventor Hiroshi Haruki . ■ _ 

/ / " / t / I / x n a «- a September 16, 1997 

Inventor's Signature / pf>L^f^ f n.^^t ^ ; uaT:e 

c/o FUJITSU LIMITED, 1-1, Kamikodanaka 4-chome, Nakahar a-ku, 

Residence ' _ — ■ ■ 

Kawasaki-shi, Kanagawa 211, Japan citizenship Japan 

same as above 


Post Office Address 

, - . . - Toshiko Nagayama 

Full name of second joint inventor, if any d — t 


T-/?*/ /n ft «. September 16, 1997 

Second Inventor's Signature lr*ZJA^J?/> ^Sl ^O/^yO^u^ _ Date _ 

Residence c/o FUJITSU LIMITED, 1 - 1 , Kamikodanaka 4-chome, Nakahara-ku, 

Kawasaki-shi, Kanagawa 211, Japan ■ citizenship Japan 
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COMBINED DECLARATION/POWER OF ATTORNEY FOR UTILITY/DESIGN PATENT APPLICATION 


Full name of third Joint inventor, if any Eiichi Hatt ori 

Inventor's Signature ^CCLcMx) MaJT^Ct Date September 16, 199 7 

"Residence c/o FUJ ITSU LIMITED, 1-1, Kamikodanaka 4-chome, Nakahara-ku, 

Kawasaki-shi, Kanagawa 211, Japan citizenship Japan 

Post office Address same as above 


Full name fourth Joint, inventor, if any, Tadashi Akutagawa 

Inventor's Signature X& JlUlAo IU^uX^^h^ Date September 16, 19 97 

Res i dence c/o FUJITSU LIMITED, 1-1, Kamikodanaka 4-chome, Nakahar a - ku , 

Kawasaki-shi, Kana gawa 211, Japan . , Tanan 
- S- Citizenship Japan 

Post office Address same as above 


Full name of fifth joint inventor, if any 
Itfiyentor's Signature 


„ Date 

tiM dence 


Citizenship t 


Icfet Office Address 


43 I name s i xth J o i nt , i nventor , i f any 
Inventor's Signature 


. _ Date 

fl&ss i dence 


ljl ~ — - . Citizenship 

Ppst Office Address 


Fyj|L name of seventh joint inventor, if any 

Inventor's Signature 

— - _ Date 

Residence 


~ " — . Citizenship 

Post Office Address 


Full name eighth joint, inventor, if any 
Inventor's Signature 


: „ Date 

Residence 


Post Office Address 


Citizenship 


